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CHURCH SERIES – DEACON 

“What is a Deacon? (Acts 6:1-7; 1 Timothy 3:8–13) 

There is much misrepresentation today of the biblical office of a deacon. This has led to many 
divisions. On one end of the spectrum we find some churches treating the deacons as mere 
slaves of the pastor or elders and at the other end of the spectrum we find deacons engaging in a 
turf war with the pastor and elders over the authority in the church. The church must have the 
correct biblical balance in this area. We need to carefully let the Bible lead us in these areas and 
not mere feelings, the corporate world or even the prevailing church culture.  

God is a God of order evidenced throughout Scripture in Creation, Temple worship, 
Covenants etc. Dis-organisation is contrary to the nature and character of God as “God is not the 
author of confusion” (1 Cor. 14:33). The Church is the Church of the Lord Jesus Christ. No one 
would dare to proclaim, “This is my church!” or play politics with God’s Word. Our order must 
always coincide with His Will in these matters. Then we will receive the greatest blessing from 
the Lord.  
 

OFFICE OF A DEACON 
 
The noun translated “deacon” in the NT is diakonos. It is the Greek word for a servant or table 
waiter. The word diakonos in the ancient world was not a honourable one, as it referred to those 
that did the menial tasks for their masters. More generally it refers to any kind of service that 
supplies the need of another person. Therefore, service is not an option for a deacon. It is what 
deaconship is all about.  
 
MODEL OF A DEACON 
 
The NT lifts the word diakonos to the highest possible pattern as we find that the Lord Jesus 
Christ was the great diakonos. It was Jesus who declared, 
 

But so shall it not be among you: but whosoever will be great among you, shall be 
your minister……For even the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to 
minister, and to give his life a ransom for many. (Mark 10:43, 45) 

 
The word “minister” here is diakonos and we are told Christ came “to minister” or to diakonesai 
(which is the verbal form of the same Greek word). On the night of His betrayal, the Lord 
declared “I am among you as He that serveth” (Luke 22:27). Literally it is “He that diakonon” or “He 
that waits on others.” Deacons are to embody the service of Christ for His people. The greatest 
deacon is the Lord Jesus Christ. Every deacon in the NT church is modelled on Him. It is, 
therefore, a noble office.  
 
ROLE OF A DEACON 
 
Although every believer is, in the general sense, a servant in the church, the NT officially 
designates a group of “servants” or “helpers” known as the deacons in the early church. It is a 
role of service, of sacrifice, and of commitment to the needs of others. The office emerged to 
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describe a group of men whose role was to serve the Lord by assisting the pastor and elders in 
administrative matters. This allowed the pastor and elders to devote more of their time to 
exclusively spiritual matters like prayer and the ministry of the Word of God. It is not man or the 
church’s idea but the office that God has ordained.  
 The office of deacon is clearly recognised in Scripture. For instance, Paul writes to, “all 
the saints in Christ Jesus which are at Philippi, with the bishops and deacons” (Philp. 1:1). Most 
commentators recognise that the embryonic form of the deacon office is seen in Acts 6. This 
passage points to the nature and duties of the office. At this moment in history the NT church 
may have conceivably been now between 20 and 30 thousand people. As the Church grew, the 
sums doubtless given for distribution to the poor did also. This would be taxing on the 
administration of the Apostles and it gave rise to the office of deacon. Seven men were selected 
to assist the apostles in caring for the needs of the widows in the early church. They had a mercy 
ministry to those who needed help. By doing so they freed the apostles to devote themselves to 
preaching and prayer.  
 These men were chosen to have a different and complementary role from the apostles, 
“Wherefore, brethren, look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom, 
whom we may appoint over this business. But we will give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of 
the word” (Acts 6:3-4). These seven men were officially elected and ordained for this task (Acts 
6:6). We get further confirmation of this distinction in the qualifications of a deacon and a 
pastor/elder in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1. There we see that the gift of teaching or publicly 
defending the faith is not part of the qualification of a deacon nor is the mastery of doctrine as 
extensive. For instance, a deacon must hold “the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience” (1 Tim. 3:9), 
but a pastor/elder must be “apt to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2b) and able to hold “fast the faithful word as he 
hath been taught, that he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers” (Titus 
1:9). 

The deacons are to assist the Board of Elders by taking over delegated duties in the 
temporal affairs of the church. J. A. Hodge in his classic work What Is Presbyterian Law? (1884) 
describes some of the functions of deacons as, 
 

to take care of the poor, and to distribute among them the collections which may be 
raised for their use. To them also may be properly committed the management of the 
temporal affairs of the church... The temporal affairs of the church would include all 
money raised for the support of the ordinances of the church and for the erection and 
preservation of the buildings belonging to it. All this may properly be committed to the 
Deacons. 

 
He goes on to record the limitations on the office of a deacon, 
 

They have no seat in the church courts. They have no part in ordination preaching the 
word, administering the sacraments, or participating in the government of the church. 
 
Not everyone has the same gifts and calling in the family, the state, and the church. We 

must discern what God has gifted and called us to do and then to do it. The deacon’s ministry 
was to complement and not compete with the work of the spiritual leaders, whose primary role 
was “continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word.” Therefore a deacon is motivated by a love 
of seeing God’s work advance by their acts of service on behalf of the pastor and elders. From 
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the first reference to deacons in Acts 6 we note that they played a vital part in preserving the 
unity and love of the church. 

It is clear that the office of a deacon was a subordinate office to that of the pastor and 
elders. Only the pastor and elders are deemed as overseers or shepherds and members (including 
deacons) are commanded to submit to only them. Deacons are never described as rulers in the 
church but serve under the oversight and direction of the Board of Elders. They do not 
deliberate or decide on the spiritual direction of the church but they assist in the facilitation of 
the spiritual direction. While there may be discussions and overlap between the Board of Elders 
and the Committee of Deacons there is ultimately no shared power between them or a spiritual 
“check and balance” like the US Senate and the US Congress!  

The deacons do not act independently of the Board of Elders or act as “shadow elders.” 
The church does not make that decision but the Bible did. That does not mean that the office of 
deacons is a devalued position or a role to be disrespected. Church history reveals that deacons 
have played an invaluable role in the wellbeing of churches for two thousand years. All church 
members, including the Board of Elders, should esteem those faithfully serving them in this 
office as it is God-ordained. Deacons are God’s love gift to the church. It is an office that is 
patterned after the greatest deacon, the Lord Jesus Christ. Such service is the very essence of 
Christianity, “Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows 
in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world” (James 1:27). J. Ligon Duncan points out,  

 
The office of deacon is emphatically an office of service, not just in some generic sense, 
but really and specifically. The deacon is not out for power or prestige: he is a man who 
wants to serve, he wants to help when the people of God are hurting, and he wants to 
aid them. When the people of God are in need, he wants to comfort and assist them. He 
wants to make the Christian claims of love tangible. 
 

QUALIFICATIONS OF A DEACON 
 
It is clear from the Bible that not just any Christian can be a deacon. The Bible sets forth certain 
characteristics that a person must have to be a deacon. The first point to note is that they are 
men. In Acts 6 all the deacons were men. Indeed, one of the qualifications of a deacon make no 
sense if he is not a man, “Let the deacons be the husbands of one wife” (1 Tim. 3:12). 
 The second point to note is that these men had to have high spiritual character. Their 
qualifications are essentially the same as the elders. They are not second rate elders! However, it 
is not about academic abilities or business acumen but about spiritual character. There are many 
godly men who are talented academics or astute businessmen but they are not gifted and called 
to be deacons. Being a good finance director or CEO does not make you a good deacon.  

In Acts 6 we read that, in addition to being saved male church members, they had to be, 
“men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom.” (Acts 6:3) The Apostle Paul gives further 
insight into the character of deacons in 1 Timothy 3. Every candidate for a deacon must possess 
these before he can become one and must maintain them to be a deacon. Many faithful deacons 
have gone on to be faithful elders but not all as not all are given the gifts and calling for both 
offices. These essential qualities of a deacon that are closely related to their duties are: 
 
(1) GRAVE – This word means dignified or serious. It does not mean that a deacon has no 
sense of humour but he cannot be a fool. He holds a noble and spiritual office and must act 
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accordingly. The manner in which he dresses, talks, and carries himself are of critical importance. 
As a church officer, he will set an example for members.  
 
(2) NOT DOUBLETONGUED – A deacon will spend time ministering among the families of 
the church. Hence, he must be a man who is in control of his tongue. His word is trustworthy 
and not deceptive. He must not be a people pleaser by saying one thing to one member and 
another to a different one. A deacon also cannot be a hypocrite who declares one thing and does 
the very opposite. Members will have no confidence in such a man.  
 
(3) NOT GIVEN TO MUCH WINE – A deacon must be careful of the dangers of alcohol. 
Wine was a common cultural problem in Bible times in the Roman Empire. Deacons were to be 
temperate in this area especially.  
 
(4) NOT GREEDY OF FILTHY LUCRE – A deacon must not be consumed with alcohol or 
money. Both are equally dangerous to a man who is involved in the administration of a church, 
especially true in the area of finance as a deacon handles the money of the church. A man 
consumed with money will be a deacon Hophni or deacon Phinehas who will desecrate the 
worship offerings of God’s people! The deacon is free, not from money, but from the love of it! 
Sadly today, many churches elect men as deacons who are consumed with wealth. One writer 
warned, “If a man is drunk on wine, you’ll throw him out. But if he is drunk on money, you’ll 
make him a deacon.” 
 
(5) MAN OF CONVICTION – Although a deacon is not called to exercise a teaching ministry 
in the church, the deacon must be doctrinally aware, “Holding the mystery of the faith in a pure 
conscience” (1 Tim. 3:9). In other words, a deacon must know God’s word and follow it. It is not 
enough to have a sound creed or to be able to cite multiple bible verses, but he must also have 
sound conduct. As he ministers to the needs of members, a deacon will often have to counsel 
and comfort. Many deacons know the constitution and the financial policies well but not the 
Bible. While these former things are important, they must be men who know the Bible. A 
biblically illiterate deacon will do great spiritual damage to a congregation.  
 
(6) PROVEN – A deacon should not be considered for office until he has a track record of 
faithfulness in the church, “And let these also first be proved; then let them use the office of a deacon” (1 
Tim. 3:10a). The pressures of serving as a member amongst imperfect members will reveal over 
time the true character of a man. It is important the Board of Elders carefully screen all the 
candidates to ensure that they are spiritually proven. Bad deacons can seriously damage a church. 
Wiersbe comments, 
 

It is worth noting that quite a few leaders mentioned in the Bible were first tested as 
servants. Joseph was a servant in Egypt for thirteen years before he became a second 
ruler in the land. Moses cared for sheep for forty years before God called him. Joshua 
was Moses’ servant before he became Moses’ successor. David was tending his father’s 
sheep when Samuel anointed him king of Israel. Even our Lord Jesus came as a servant 
and labored as a carpenter; and the Apostle Paul was a tentmaker. First a servant, then a 
ruler. It always weakens the testimony of a local church when a member who has not 
been proved is made an officer of the church. “Maybe Jim will attend church more if we 
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make him a deacon,” is a statement that shows ignorance both of Jim and of the Word 
of God. An untested Christian is an unprepared Christian. He will probably do more harm 
than good if you give him an office in the church. 

 
(7) BLAMELESS – The word here translated “blameless” means literally, “not called to account.” 
A deacon must have a life where there is no question mark against it. He must have a track 
record of trustworthiness in the workplace, home, and the church. For instance, he cannot be a 
bankrupt or an adulterer.  
 
(8) WIFE UNDER SPIRITUAL CONTROL – The wife of a deacon must also be walking with 
God, “Even so must their wives be grave, not slanderers, sober, faithful in all things” (1 Tim. 3:11). When a 
man’s wife is undignified, a slanderer, a gossip or a troublemaker in church meetings then the 
Bible is unequivocal that he cannot be a deacon. It is not enough for a man to appear a spiritual 
man but he must have a spiritual home. A deacon’s wife and family are a part of his testimony 
and ministry.  
 
(9) FAITHFUL HUSBAND - A deacon must be a faithful husband, “Let the deacons be the 
husbands of one wife” (1 Tim. 3:12a). The literal Greek expression here is “one woman man.” This 
means that he only has one wife. He must not be a flirt, adulterer, addicted to pornography, 
divorcee etc. If he not faithful to his marriage vows, he will not likely be faithful to his deacon’s 
vows.  
 
(10) FAITHFUL FATHER – The children of a deacon must also be under his proper authority, 
“ruling their children and their own houses well” (1 Tim. 3:12b).  Men who cannot control their wives 
or their children are not to be considered for deaconship. The home is the first proving ground 
of the worthiness of a deacon. If he cannot rule well there, then he should not be given greater 
responsibility in the church.  
 
The very fact that this office requires such high spiritual qualifications shows how important it is 
to the Lord. These qualifications all must be present in a man before he can become a deacon. 
He cannot match up to 90% and the church hopes that the rest will follow over time! A deacon 
should not be elected in order to make him mature or to stop him causing trouble in the annual 
church meetings! These are God’s qualifications and no one has the right to dilute or amend 
them.  

It is not enough that a man is good with numbers, practical, likeable, organizational skills 
etc. The critical thing is a mature spiritual character. Too often leaders in churches are elected to 
office based on worldly criteria such as relationship, social status, academic achievements, wealth, 
public speaking abilities etc. This has never been God’s order and we would do well to follow 
the early church. If not we may end up agreeing with the great Charles Spurgeon who quipped, 
“Resist the Devil and he will flee from you; resist a deacon and he will fly at you.” 
 

ELECTION OF A DEACON 
 
In the first appointment of deacons in Acts 6, we get an insight into how this should be 
conducted, “Wherefore, brethren, look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and 
wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business.” (Acts 6:3) The right of selecting “deacons” resides in 
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the church, but the power of ordaining them was retained by the apostles. This is a biblical 
balance. As Barnes comments, 
 

Though they were “selected” by the church, yet the power of ordaining them, or setting 
them apart, was retained by the apostles. Thus, the rights of “both” were preserved - the 
right of the church to designate those who should serve them in the office of deacon, 
and the right of the apostles to organize and establish the church with its appropriate 
officers; on the one hand, a due regard to the liberty and privileges of the Christian 
community, and, on the other, the security of proper respect for the office as being of 
apostolic appointment and authority. 
 

This setting apart of the deacons does not confer special powers on them but simply gives public 
recognition to God’s choice of leadership. This pattern is Scriptural for both deacons and elders. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
One writer summarised the NT church order as, “Elders lead ministry, deacons facilitate 
ministry, the congregation does ministry.” When a church is ordered according to the biblical 
pattern, then it can fully function for the glory of God. Anything less than that perfect pattern, 
will diminish the purpose and glory of God.  

There is a great blessing personally and corporately to having a church with godly 
deacons. On a personal level, the deacon is blessed, “For they that have used the office of a deacon well 
purchase to themselves a good degree, and great boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 3:13).  
They serve without material reward but will often gain the love and respect of the whole 
congregation. But even if the church doesn’t notice, God will. When the early church elected the 
right deacons it also brought great corporate blessing, “And the word of God increased; and the number 
of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem greatly; and a great company of the priests were obedient to the faith” 
(Acts 6:7). A church that has a Board of Elders and deacons that love each other and serve each 
other can see God do wonderful things in their midst.  

A church is only as godly and effective as its deacons are godly and effective. Godly 
deacons deserve the respect of the members as they model the life of the Lord Jesus Christ in 
our midst. A deacon walks in the footsteps of the Master. Such men are a source of joy in the 
congregation. They lead by their example of love and sacrifice. We must pray for our deacons 
and seek such deacons in our congregations. May God be pleased to raise up such men in His 
Church.  
 
 
 


